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THE PAPA PLOT: NEW EVIDENCE SUGGESTS THAT JOHN AND ROBERT KENNEDY APPROVED OF A 
BIZARRE SCHEME TO TERMINATE FIDEL CASTRO AT ERNEST HEMINGWAYS CUBAN FARM 




The Old Man and the CIA: 

A Kennedy Plot to Kill Castro? 



DAVID CORN and GUS RUSSO 



id John and Robert Kennedy plot murder? For decades, a clear 
answer to that dicey question has evaded historians, while 
Re;nnedy loyalists have fought hard to prevent such a stain 
from befouling the memory of the brothers. But a thirty- 
nine-year-old Pentagon memorandum — found three years ago 
by a college professor and heretofore unpublicized — suggests 
that Jack and Bobby discussed and apparently sanctioned the 
development of a possible assassination attempt against Fidel 
Castro during a 1962 meeting in the Oval Office. And — in a 
weirder-than-fiction twist — the scheme they considered involved 
Ernest Hemingway’s farm outside Havana. 

It s no secret now that President Kennedy and his brother the 
Attorney General wanted Fidel Castro out of the way. After Castro 
thwarted the Kennedy-approved and CIA-orchestrated invasion 
at the Bay of Pigs in April 1 96 1 , the Kennedys continued to seek 
means of toppling the Cuban leader. In early 1962, according to a 
CIA memo, Bobby Kennedy told a group of CIA and Pentagon of- 
ficials that a solution to the Cuban problem carried “the top prior- 
ity in the United States government— all else is secondary.” Soon 
after, the CIA, which had begun planning murder plots against 
Castro during the Eisenhower Administration, was again devising 
a variety of assassination plans — efforts that would involve an 
exploding seashell, poison pills, a toxin-contaminated div ing suit 
and Mafia associates. Ever since this clandestine activity started 
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becoming public in the 1970s, former CIA officers have main- 
tained that John and Robert Kennedy were fully aware of and sup- 
portive of the agency’s lethal intentions, that the CIA conspirators 
were not rogues but loyal civil servants following orders. Kennedy 
defenders countered that no piece of paper shows that the pair 
specifically endorsed or authorized hit jobs. 

In his Robert Kennedy and His Times, historian and former 
Kennedy Administration official Arthur Schlesinger Jr. pas- 
sionately declared. The available evidence clearly leads to the 
conclusion that the Kennedys did not know about the Castro 
assassination plots before the Bay of Pigs or about the pursuit of 
those plots by the CIA after the Bay of Pigs. No one who knew 
John and Robert Kennedy well believed they would conceivably 
countenance a program of assassination. ... I, too, find the idea 
mcredible that these two men, so filled with love of life and so 
conscious of the ironies of history, could thus deny all the values 
and purposes that animated their existence.” (In 1998, at Schle- 
singer’s urging, the New York Times published an “editor’s note” 
saying that while some “historians and officials with knowledge 
of intelligence matters., .have asserted” that JFK ordered the CIA 
to assassinate Castro, “others, also close to the President, dispute 
their account.”) In his recent biography of Robert Kennedy, Evan 
Thomas, the assistant managing editor of Newsweek, wrote, 
RFK s own views on assassination in this period have remained 
difficult to ascertain. . . . Kennedy’s closest aides flatly denied that 
he ever ordered an assassination or discussed the possibility.” 

The Pentagon document— once classified Top Secret— was re- 
leased by the Assassination Records Review Board in late 1997, 
and its significance was first noticed by Larry Haapanen, a pro- 
fessor at Lewis and Clark State College. The memo records a 
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0fficials in * e Oval Office on 
R J r ' L,^ Wntten shortl y the afternoon gather- 
J/. . g . Gen - Pd ^ard Lans dale, whom President Kennedy had 
placed m charge of Operation Mongoose, a new interagency proj- 
ect cooked up m November 1961 with the ultimate goal ofover- 

Bund^N t aStr °i’ ^ reSent for 1116 conv ersation were McGeorge 
Centonmeir 113 Sec “ nty Adviser ; Joh * McCone, Director of 

pSen^Gefr T ^ ^ adviser to ** 

~ ° en j^ an Lcmmtzer, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs 

partof;t?f W A P T a< ? C ’ depUty SCCretary ° fthe Defense De- 
Swe n ’ L AleXlS J ° hns0n ’ a de P ut y under secretary at the 
I e ET m ^ t ;. and tafisaate - The object at hand waLtting 
e^n effort ft ^ °P erati ™* M ™S°ose. Lansdale report 

SentKen' 

direct US mirr e y gf ° UP he WOuld not ^ approve any 

mV l? 17 uitervention in Cuba. Next, the conversation 
toned to another matter. This is how Lansdale captured it in his 
memorandum for the record”: 

The Attorney General then mentioned Mary Hemingway [Ernest 
Hemingway’s WI dow], commenting on reports that Castro was 

dnnkmgheavilymdisgruntlement over the way things were going 

and the opportunities offered by the “shrine” to Hemingway. I 
commented that this was a conversation that Ed Murrow [the for- 
mer news broadcaster then heading the US Information Agency] 
had had with Mary Hemingway, that we had similar reports from 
o er sources, and that this was worth assessing firmly and pursu- 
mg vigorously. If there are grounds for action, CIA had some in- 
valuable assets which might well be committed for such an effort 
McCone asked if his operational people were aware of this- 1 told 
him that we had discussed this, that they agreed the subject was 
worth vigorous development, and that we were in agreement that 
e matter was so delicate and sensitive that it shouldn’t be sur- 
faced to the Special Group [an elite interagency group that re- 
viewed covert actions] until we were ready to go, and then not in 
deted. I pointed out that this all pertained to fractioning the regime 
If it happened, it could develop like a brush-fire, much as in Hun- 
gary, and we must be prepared to help it win our goal of Cuba freed 

ot a Communist government. [Emphasis added.] 

In die memo, Lansdale mentioned no further details about an 

if operation that could take advantage of the Hemingway Shrine ” 

a reference to the farm Hemingway had owned in Cuba, which 

“ b ® mg conver ted into a museum. He was writing in his 

sZla V l C0Vert :° p - Speak - In “other ®emo, he used a term 

Tt SludeVT 111118 ^ re8ime ” t0 ref£r t0 «*&**> actions 
that included the assassination of Castro. (An August 13 1962 

Lansdale memo employed the phrase “splitting the regime” to 
describe acfivities “including liquidation of leaders”) With Op- 
eration Mongoose ultimately aimed at prompting a popular up- 
rising in Cuba, the Kennedy men could well have been homing that 
an assassination would spark such a “brush- fire.” 

Lansdale’s description of the Hemingway plan as “so delicate 
and sensitive that its specifics should be hidden from the Special 

tVnT^ a f°* er . tip -° ff * at operation involved assassina- 
te iSf S Vo glVeaWay ’ ” Says Peter Kombluh, a senior analyst 
National Security Archive and a specialist on US documents 
regarding Cuba. “This is the closest thing to a smoking gun that 



as been declassified. Only assassination would be taboo for 
open discussion at the Special Group, which routinely planned 
sabotage violence and chaos to undermine Castro.” 

ate Church t 11 ’ 311 in ‘ elI ? ence expert who w °rked on the Sen- 
ate Church Committee (which first disclosed the CIA assassina 

memo Tlmf S’ ^ Lan$dale document is “ a fascinating 

”?r, V hkC an ° therone of the plots against Castro.” Sev 

eral CIA alumni support this interpretation. Ted s ShacMey* who 

SM H l thC eamarks ° f an assassination plot.” ^ 

^TcVa ° ^ * e number - two A the officer who . 

ran the CIA end of Operation Mongoose, calls the document “as »' 

ck«e as we re likely to get” to concluSiffjfroof And a former * 

IA director says, The language of the memo speaks for itself. 

MtoVofSoS 611 Ke, “ edy C3n bC referring to is the assa ssi- 

natonof Castro. This paragraph should never have been written.” 
ft not clear what specific operation Robert Kennedy was 
referring to at the March 16 meeting. Neither Halpem nor 
Shackley recalls receiving orders for a mission involving the 

classified do not refer to an assassination attempt at the Hem-" 

participants Z 2“ 

Kennedy s Defense Secretary, Robert McNamara, who was sched- 

aid theH Se T n bUt did n0t ’ says of this conversation 
abouto ?hV m h g V a L ° peration ’ “ l don ’t know anything 

about it. The whole Mongoose thing was insane.” 

atin ^ MarCh 16, 1962 ’ meetin 8 occurred at a time when Oper- 
ahon Mongoose was revving up. Lansdale was busy concocting 

ThTrS I ^ tratin§ Cuba W,th comrnan do and sabotage teams 

S nT 1 Statl ° n ™ S huniedIy recruitin g agents in Cuba.' 

At another Mongoose session five days later, Robert Kennedy 

who was the de facto supervisor of the covert campaign against 
Casfro^raised the prospect of kidnapping top-level Cuton lead- 

theS?T ,0US ^ R0bCrt Kemedy had been informed that 
the CIA had attempted to kill Castro before the Bay of Pigs in- 
vasion.) In April 1962 the CIA’s murder plots agLst Cas fro * * 

mTT*?** m ° nth ’ ShacklCy «“* Bin Harwey ie ^ 

U HauffilTed 11 ° f ' ° perations against Cuba, delivered a 

U-Hau filled with arms to a mob-linked hoodlum named John 

Rosselli, who was supposed to transfer the weapons to Cuban 

exiles interested m murdering Castro. (The available historical 

Kemedy ) WS “° ^ M ° ng °° Se meetm 8 s attended by President 



g to lansdale s memo, the discussion of this particu- 
kfr operation had been tnggered by comments made by Mary 
mmgwiiy, who had had a brief encounter with Castro eight 
months earlier. On July 2, 1961, Ernest Hemingway kilfed 
I hnnsdf wuh a shotgun in Ketchum, Idaho. Shortfyafter that 
Mary Hemingway, his fourth wife, decided to travel to Cuba to 
visit Fmca Vigia, the farm Hemingway owned outside Havana, 

sheleT£tc3 S a C ? P h’ PaintingS ^ 0th6r beIon 8ing s - Before 
sneleftKetchum, a Cuban government official phoned and said 

that Cuba wanted to establish a museum at Finca Vigia Because 

Of William Walton, a journalist and artist close to President 
Kennedy. Walton asked the President for help, and within hours 
Mary was cleared for the trip. Valerie Dan by-Smith, who had 
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been Hemingway’s secretary (and who would later marry his 
youngest son and assume the Hemingway name), accompanied 
the widow. 

W hen the two women arrived at the end of July, according to Va- 
lerie Hemingway, Castro sent them a big basket of fruit and 
word that if they required assistance they should contact him, 
for he was a Hemingway fan. And several nights later, Castro 
came calling. In her autobiography, Mary Hemingway, who 
committed suicide in 1986, noted that Castro “arrived in his jeep, 
accompanied only by one nondescript car.” He had brought just 
a few aides with him, no battalion of bodyguards. “There was not 
much security, and that impressed Mary,” Valerie Hemingway re- 
calls. Mary lined up the servants to greet the Cuban chief. Castro 
came into the house. Mary served him coffee. They discussed the 
transfer of Finca Vigia to the Cuban government; Castro remi- 
nisced about having fished with Ernest. “Much of the conver- 
sation was banter,” Valerie 
Hemingway says. Castro in- 
spected the mounted animal 
heads and asked to see where 
Hemingway had written his 
stories. Mary guided him to 
the three-story tower she had built as a writing studio for Ernest 
several yards from the main house. (“Ernest hated the tower and 
always wrote in his bedroom,” Valerie Hemingway notes.) 

At the tower, Castro, without waiting for his aides, bounded up 
the stairs to the office on the top floor, and Mary followed. “Mary 
was also impressed with that,” Valerie Hemingway says. “She 
thought that any other national leader would have ordered an 
aide to go up ahead of him. Make sure it was safe. It was an ideal 
place to do in Castro. She would remark on that many times over 
the years.” 

In the weeks afterward, Mary and Valerie sorted out the mess 
at Finca Vigia; Hemingway had started coming there in 1 93 8, but 
he had not been back since the late 1950s. They reviewed thou- 
sands of pages of unpublished work, burned his personal papers 
(in accordance with his wishes), labeled the animal heads (who 
shot it, when and where), put the house in order for display and 
packed up possessions Mary wished to keep. Since they could 
only take hand luggage with them on the return flight to Miami, 
they arranged for a shrimp boat heading to Tampa for repairs to 
transport crates holding Hemingway’s papers, paintings by Paul 
Klee, Juan Gris and- Andre Masson, and other keepsakes. 

From September 1961 to January 1962, Mary Hemingway, 
still in shock over her husband’s suicide (she considered it a gun 
accident), stayed in Idaho. Sometime around February, she re- 
turned to her flat in New York City. And she shared with her 
friends stories about her trip to Cuba, her meeting with Castro 
and how she had managed to spirit Hemingway’s papers and the 
paintings out of Cuba. In the second week of March, stories ap- 
peared in the New York Times and the New York Post about her 
time in Cuba, though neither mentioned Castro’s light security 
detail and his cavalier climb to the top of the tower. One of her 
friends, Clifton Daniel, the assistant managing editor at the Times 
and husband of Margaret Truman, contacted US Information 
Agency chief Edward R. Murrow and suggested that he speak with 
Mary Hemingway. As Murrow replied to Daniel in a March 20, 



1962, letter, “Mary Hemingway did call. We had an interesting 
and useful conversation and I passed her remarks on to one or 
two interested parties down here.” (The USIA was a participant 
in Operation Mongoose. Daniels and Murrow are deceased.) 

“The tower could be the key to it,” Valerie Hemingway says. 
“It was what impressed Mary Hemingway the most about Castro.” 
Valerie Hemingway insists that Mary Hemingway would not have 
consciously aided or abetted a scheme against Castro. In her auto- 
biography, Mary recalled attending a dinner at the White House 
in April 1962, where she “irked” President Kennedy by calling 
his confrontational position toward Cuba “stupid, unrealistic and, 
worse, ineffective.” 

Assassinating Castro at the Hemingway site does seem far- 
fetched. But in the secret war against Castro, the US government 
entertained many bizarre ideas, including dusting his shoes with 
a chemical that would cause his beard to fall out. One scheme 
called for the use of pyrotechnics to light up the Cuban sky in 

order to convince the Cuban 
people that the Second Com- 
ing was at hand; presumably, 
they would then rise up to 
overthrow Castro. (“Elimina- 
tion by illumination,” as one 
official dubbed it.) Yet at the time of the March 16 meeting, the 
CIA was probably not in a position to mount a hit against Castro, 
despite Lansdale’s overly optimistic assessment that the agency 
possessed “invaluable assets which might well be committed 
for” the Hemingway-shrine endeavor. “We didn’t have any as- 
sets that could do anything with this information then,” says 
John Sherwood, a former CIA case officer who worked on the 
Cuba task force. “We had a few agents in Cuba who could send 
us secret- writing intelligence reports. That was it.” But, Sherwood 
adds, that did not stop US intelligence from hatching ideas; “All 
kinds of things bubbled up then. If Mary Hemingway goes to 
her cottage in Cuba and comes back and says something about 
a slight security detail or anything else, people would have been 
interested. No one knew anything. Any information about Castro 
was exciting. We never penetrated his entourage. We never knew 
where he was.” 

T he March 1 6 memo may not persuade Kennedy believers. In a 
I letter to Professor Haapanen, written on April 17, 1998, Arthur 
I Schlesinger Jr. notes, “That is an interesting document you 
I have unearthed. ... I don’t think, however, that it establishes that 
I JFK and RFK authorized or were aware of the CIA assassina- 
tion plots. [Director of Central Intelligence] John McCone, who 
participated in the discussion, has always denied any knowledge 
of the plots, so unless he is lying, he did not interpret the reference 
to the Hemingway shrine as part of an assassination project.” 
Schlesinger assumes McCone told the truth, but McCone’s denial 
has not stood up well over the years. At a CIA seminar in 1991, 
Walt Elder, McCone’s executive assistant, said that McCone had 
instructed Richard Helms, then the agency’s chief of covert opera- 
tions, to keep him uninformed about the murder schemes. More- 
over, Schlesinger suggests no other reasonable reading of the 
discussion regarding the Hemingway farm. In a recent letter to 
the authors, Schlesinger wrote, “Heaven knows what Lansdale 
was talking about, but he was much given to crackpot ideas.” Yet 
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this Who-knows? response does not acknowledge that, accord- 
ing to the memo, it was Robert Kennedy, not Lansdale, who first 
mentioned the Hemingway-shrine “opportunities.” (As Samuel 
Halpern recalls, “Lansdale took solid notes — very accurate”) 
Schlesinger does comment: “I understand how others might place 
a different interpretation on the document” from his. 

There may be a definitive answer to the question, Did the 
Kennedys dabble in murder? Fifteen hundred linear feet and fifty 
boxes of Robert F. Kennedy’s classified and confidential papers 
are stored at the John F. Kennedy Library in Boston, and most of 
the material is closed to the public. No other Attorney General 
walked off the job with such a trove of government paperwork. 
A partial guide to these records lists scores of intriguing files, in- 
cluding documents pertaining to Operation Mongoose, the CIA 
and Cuba, Edward Lansdale and Edward Murrow. (The guide also 
refers to Frank Sinatra files that contain “references to various 
gangsters, including [Sam] Giancana and others. . .including Ju- 
dith Campbell,” a JFK mistress.) But the Kennedy family con- 
siders these papers — many of which Robert Kennedy obtained 
from the CIA, the FBI or the State Department — the private 
property of his heirs. It strictly limits access to the records, which 
are being stored at government expense. Several eminent his- 
torians who have requested permission to examine this historical 



treasure — including Richard Reeves, Robert Dallek, Nigel Hamil- 
ton, Laurence Learner and Seymour Hersh — have been turned 
away by the Kennedys. Evan Thomas was allowed to see onh 
portions of the material. And Max Kennedy, a son of Robert and 
the person who oversees these records, did not respond to our 
request to look at the files for this story. Official papers RFK 
generated in the course of public business should be open tc 
public inspection, and the release of classified government record; 
that he took when he left office ought to be controlled not by 
the Kennedy family but by government declassifiers subject to the 
Freedom of Information Act. 

Forty years after the Kennedy glory days, it is well known that 
John Kennedy’s Camelot had its dark side. Debate remains over 
how dark. The March 16 memo offers evidence that John and 
Robert participated in one of the ugliest exercises of those tur- 
bulent days. Blowing away Castro at the onetime home of Ernest 
Hemingway, an author admired by John Kennedy as well as Fidel 
Castro, sounds more like derring-do conjured up by a novelist 
than a plan contemplated by an Attorney General in the presence 
of a President. Yet that’s the most logical reading of this piece ot 
the incomplete historical record — a record which will remain 
incomplete as long as the Kennedy family keeps sitting on thou- 
sands of the RFK documents. ■ 



IT’S EASY TO BLAME CARTOONS FOR GUN-TOTING KIDS. BUT THE TRUTH ISN’T SO TIDY. 

Whodunit — the Media? 
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W ill girls imitate the new, kickass heroines 
in the Japanese anime Cardcaptors ? Will 
the impressionable 12-year-olds exposed 
to trailers for MGM’s Disturbing Behavior 
forever after associate good teen behav- 
ior with lobotomies? Did Nine Inch Nails and 
the video game Doom inspire the Trenchcoat 
Mafia’s bloodbath at Columbine? Thousands 
of studies have been done to try to answer vari- 
ants of the question: Does media violence lead 
to real-life violence, making children more anti- 
social and aggressive? 

Like most complex issues, discussions about the impact of 
media violence on children suffer from that commonest of media 
problems: fudge. Almost any simple statement on the subject ob- 
scures the complexity of the facts, half-facts and “results suggest” 
findings of the past forty years. The right-wing Parents Television 
Council, for example, announces that the per-hour rate in the 
United States of sexual and violent material and coarse language 
combined almost tripled from 1989 to 1999. But while PTC 
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president Brent Bozell castigates the media fo- 
lowering standards of acceptable speech anc 
behavior, he doesn’t mention that in the fina 
years of this avalanche of dreck the juvenik 
crime rate dropped more than 30 percent. Or 
again, in August 1999 the Senate Judician 
Committee, headed by Orrin Hatch, reporter 
g confidently that “Television alone is responsible 
| for 10 percent of youth violence.” Given the 
g overall juvenile crime count in 1997, the repor 
3 implied, some 250 murders and 12,100 othe: 
violent crimes would not have been committed if it weren’t fo: 
the likes of Batman Beyond. 

But this, of course, is deeply misleading. One of the reason; 
so many media violence studies have been done is that the phe- 
nomenon may be too complex to study conclusively. There’s nc 
way, after all, to lock two clones in a black box, feed them dif- 
ferent TV, movie and video-game diets and open the box year; 
later to determine that, yes, it was definitely those Bruce Lee epic; 
that turned clone A into Jesse Ventura, while clone B’s exposure 
to the movie Babe produced a Pee Wee Herman. 

It has been hard, in other words, for media violence studies tc 
shake the ambiguity of correlations. Several studies have showr 
that violent boys tend to watch more TV, choose more violem 
content and get more enjoyment out of it. But the studies admit- 




